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When “The Ideal Lady” is Retouched: Turning the Narrative eye towards the Female Self and 

Body as a Sight of Abjection. 

 

Being errorless or flawless is a construct as legitimate as a fairytale, hence the 

expression is attributed to someone who can be collectively termed as perfect. Ideal, 

however, is a term synonymous to “perfect”. A lady’s appearance may seem like a superficial 

subject, but throughout the history the presence of women have decided the current of 

countless events. The idea of “ideal” is global, eternal, and deep-rooted in every individual’s 

psyche. The notion that fairy princesses are beautiful and evil witches are ugly, and the hero 

always gets the most beautiful lady is imprinted within each society’s collective 

consciousness. The mythical definition of an “ideal woman” as quoted by V. Geetha in her 

work ‘God made you different, Nature made us different’, an “Ideal woman is the one who 

works at home, at her profession and yet finds time to keep a good house, attend to her 

husband and children’s needs, all of which she manages without appearing ruffled or tired” 

(76). 

There are five distinct factors that constitute a lady's “idealness”, physical beauty, 

sexuality, elegance, femininity, and the “fifth element” or “x-factor”. Cosmetic industries 

continue to survive on convincing women that they are deficient without a particular product. 

“In the case of ‘Pond’s White Beauty Episode 1’ commercial, the company markets the 

product propagating the idea that physical attractiveness and social status are only 
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accomplished by those who seize fair light skin”(The Fourth Wave). These brands of 

commercials however oppress women of colour and perpetuate white privilege and gender 

discrimination. The supposition of white supremacy is not a myth, and the ‘Ponds White 

Beauty’ advertisement, a product sold in India for skin bleaching, substantiates this notion. 

The commercial tells the tale of an Indian woman who was content in a relationship with an 

Indian man, when swiftly he ends the relationship, only to be seen on television three years 

later betrothed to another Indian woman with lighter skin. The male’s choice for female due 

to the complexion of the woman’s skin colour was emphasized in the final few seconds of the 

advertisement when they pause the two women just as they are walking past each other, to 

show the contrast in their skin tones. 

The impression of white supremacy and its association in attainting the perfect body 

can be traced back to colonialism. Cosmetic use of chemical agents to lighten the complexion 

of one’s skin, referred to as skin whitening or skin bleaching is at present a prevalent global 

phenomenon in common wealth countries. While skin bleaching corresponds to a 

multifaceted phenomenon, with a complexity of historical, cultural, socio-political and 

psychological forces motivating the practice, large majority of people who use these 

merchandises today are not conscious of its historic implications. A crucial intention of the 

colonial conquest was to segregate human beings based on the skin colour and to rationalize 

the exploitation, subjugation and incursion of aboriginal lands. Skin bleaching has gained a 

widespread acceptance in these ‘coloured’ provinces, hence this could be addressed to a long 

extend by Bhabha’s theory of Mimicry. The concept of mimicry as put forth by Homi K 

Bhabha, is a metonym of presence. Mimicry appears when members of a colonized society 

imitate and take on the culture of the colonizers. Lacan asserts, “The effect of mimicry is 

camouflage, it is not a question of harmonizing with the background, but against a mottled 

background”( Culture, Language, Literature). 
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In a country like India, the dominance of fair skin has both a colonial and a caste 

‘legacy’. In ancient India, those people who belonged to the lower classes were presumed to 

have a darker skin from working in the fields. These skin-tone presumptions permeated into 

marriage arrangements. As a result of social segregation due to skin complexion, it became 

more and more universal for Indians to bleach their skin in hopes of attaining a better 

lifestyle, or more specifically a “white lifestyle.” Today, colonial ideologies, which 

established white supremacy and social hierarchy, are being preserved by mass media’s 

contemporary images of beauty. The lifestyle that is communicated through these 

advertisements sells “white lifestyle”, celebrating modernity, sophistication, beauty, power 

and wealth. These marketing images build on the long-standing European colonial ideologies 

that valorise white beauty, European culture, and white aesthetics, and such images imply 

that light skin can be transformed into social capital, symbolic capital, or even economic 

capital. The “yearning for whiteness” amongst the coloured people has even inspired new 

communication technologies to extend methods for people to get promoted as white. For 

instance, the largest social networking application, Facebook, launched a new “app”, 

sponsored by the cosmetic giant Vaseline, that permits users to lighten their skin tone in their 

profile pictures. These new products and applications are a result of Neo-colonialism, which 

however is the embellished form of old colonial racism. Although both men and women 

engage in skin-whitening practices of various sorts, women by and large indulge in skin-

whitening techniques than men.  Though the chief aim of these advertisements is to sell their 

product, they however make use of the power politics between the genders, establishing the 

upper hand of the man who is endowed with the privilege to choose to whom he is to be with. 

Ponds is however a representative of the cosmetic industry that asserts the colour of the skin 

is directly correlated with one’s economic prosperity, power and status. Nandita Das, the 

spokesperson of the ‘Dark is Beautiful’ campaign unveils the harsh reality of the issue when 
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she said in an interview “the pressure to be pale has nearly driven some women to the brink 

of suicide”(Beauty Redefined). 

In order to attain the “perfect body” as portrayed by the Hollywood and 

Bollywood idols, the concept of digital alteration and image manipulation has gained 

universal acceptance, this is to meet the set in standards and thereby moving away from 

reality in order to reach that unattainable level of expectation. It is initially the 

admiration, which slowly crawls in to a craving and later the realisation and finally the 

pseudo-satisfaction that has localised such technologies in every human’s fingertips. 

Digital alteration and image manipulation comprises of the fact that many images of 

women are “perfected” with the help of technology. Representation of women as 

extremely thin either by consistent use of models and actresses that are underweight or 

severely thin, or by making the models and actresses fit their idea of ideal thinness and 

beauty through digital manipulation both on screen through computer-generated 

imagery (CGI) and in print media. This unrealistic and unattainable form is consistently 

represented across almost all media forms, along with blemish-free, wrinkle-free, and 

even pore-free skin, with the assistance of digital manipulation as an “industry 

standard” that is openly endorsed and defended by magazine editors and media makers. 

From lost self-esteem, lost money and time depleted fixing “flaws” and a well-

documented preoccupation with losing weight, the effects of these unreal ideals affect 

majority of the population. Advertising, chiefly for fashion or beauty products depends 

on girls and women believing their happiness, physical condition, and ability to be 

loved is dependent on their exterior form, and a fine exterior can be attained by using 

certain products or services. Digitally slimming women’s bodies, adding or 

exaggerating and removing signs of life like pores, gray hairs, and wrinkles aren’t just 

casual verdicts based on aesthetic preferences of a few editors, they are profit-driven 
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conclusions to generate forged ideals for women. Media outlets thus make unrealistic 

and unattainable beauty ideals and women run to fix their never-ending list of “flaws.” 

The perception of personal unconscious consists of things that have been repressed from the 

consciousness of the individual, and Carl Jung believed these could have an enormous impact 

on the individual, whereas collective unconscious is moderately diverse to the personal 

unconscious. This is not an individual aspect but applies to the entity of the human species. It 

can be understood as an inheritance to all human beings. “The collective unconscious goes 

beyond cultural barriers of human beings and presents a commonality to all humans”(Simply 

Psychology). Eating disorders from a very young age to accomplish a flawless body is the 

perfect example for the concept of the internalisation, and this internalisation however 

becomes part of the personal psyche, which later becomes the part of the collective psyche. 

Cosmetic products are a real health hazard for women who use them, especially the 

products at the cheaper end of the scale that are made with inferior quality ingredients that 

can cause permanent skin damage. In this case, it’s enthralling to see how Unilever, which 

produces Dove, a range of products that supposedly celebrate women’s “inner beauty” is 

willing to cash in on social acceptability in India to sell products such as “White Beauty”(The 

Fourth Wave). Rather than caving in to the white myth endorsed by the film industry, Nandita 

Das became an activist for the “Dark is Beautiful” campaign against racism in the media. The 

idealisation which leads to body shaming propagates the agenda that only fair is exquisite. 

Advertisements and the fairness cream industry bombard Indian women with the message 

that their natural skin colour is inadequate. Kavitha Emmanuel, founder-director of ‘Women 

of Worth’, which works for the empowerment of women and children, initiated the ‘Dark is 

Beautiful’ campaign in 2009 “against the toxic belief that a person’s worth is measured by 

the fairness of their skin”(Women of Worth) and this bias has a direct collision on the 

confidence levels of women. It is a sensitive issue that escorts to low self-esteem.   

http://www.differencebetween.com/difference-between-denial-and-vs-repression/
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Male Gaze, a phrase coined by a feminist film critic Laura Mulvey in 1975, is a 

technique usually  used in visual media and literature depict the world and women from a 

masculine point of view, reducing them merely to an object of sexual desire and satisfaction. 

The camera pierces on to the female body, often inviting the viewers to ogle on her, whether 

it be John Mayer’s ‘your body is a wonderland’ to the most loved image of the damsel in 

distress in Enriques, ‘love to see you cry’. The tomboyish Falguni Pathak needs to be 

bordered by fair and thin girls to sell her melodious tracks. Women have been muses for real 

works of art from the statue of Venus de Milo in 4th century to Monalisa and to the desirous 

body of Kalidas’s Shakuntala, Advertisements and film industries being the chief 

representatives of popular culture, make use of female body to ensure their products are sold 

worldwide. The term item dance merely reduces woman to a fetishistic object of spectacle 

and of the voyeuristic male gaze. Bollywood movies has always depicted woman in her two 

avatars- either as the ideal woman, subscribing willingly or without a single protest to the 

roles that the patriarchal society has prescribed for her and the other is the misfit. The lyrics, 

the dance, the crowd, the groping, the stalking and the camera all together re-creates the 

world of male sexual fantasy, where women is stripped down of all her individuality and has 

turned into a sex object. 

 

As time travels the impression of ‘being beautiful’ shifts and those who once gained 

universal acceptance has lost their limelight, now a white western model is regarded as the 

“Ideal Lady”, thereby colonizing the psyche and planting the seeds of low self esteem and 

unworthiness in the minds of the third world countries. When the body is used as a tool to 

work against the incoherent construct of ‘thinspiration’, the “Ideal Lady” can be retouched. A 

counter mechanism is required to decolonize oneself by turning away from anti-narcissism 

through internalizing the perfectionism of the imperfect body. In order to retouch the “Ideal 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Laura_Mulvey
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Visual_arts
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Lady” one must realize that this construct is utopian and unreal, the idea of ideal should be 

reconstructed to retouch the “Ideal Lady”, and every body in every different realm should be 

celebrated by embracing oneself and accepting diversity.   
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